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EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION | Vladimir Nabokov translated his own Russian novels and
stories into English decades after they were originally written. In this examination of two of
Nabokov's auto-translations, Despair and "The Return of Chorb," Russian translation
scholar Ron Meyer examines Nabokov's textual choices, comparing his translations with the
original Russian versions and other--and, in Nabokov's estimation, lesser--translations of
the same works.
What is translation? On a platter
A poet's pale and glaring head,
A parrot's screech, a monkey's chatter,
And profanation of the dead.
--Vladimir Nabokov, "On Translating Eugene Onegin" (1955)
hile the opening lines of Nabokov's poem "On Translating Eugene Onegin"
would seem to negate both the possibility and utility of translation, the final
five lines close on a claim of kinship with Alexander Pushkin (1799-1837), the
alpha and omega of Russian poetry, precisely for the importance of Nabokov's
translation:
Then, in a language newly learned,
I grew another stalk and turned
Your stanza patterned on a sonnet,
Into my honest roadside prose--
All thorn, but cousin to your rose.
It is important to note that Nabokov does not deny the utility of translation, but he
does have a very definite idea of what constitutes a proper translation and what
constitutes willful paraphrase. In his essay "Problems of Translation: Onegin in
English" (1955), Nabokov advocates that the "clumsiest literal translation is a
thousand times more useful than the prettiest paraphrase." As many have
observed, Nabokov's translation of Pushkin's novel in verse was designed to be
read in tandem with the original. His work on translating Pushkin's masterpiece
from the beginning set literalness as the goal. Rather than apologizing for his
literalness to his opponents, Nabokov writes that there is no other course if one is
to be honest about it:
The person who desires to turn a literary masterpiece into another
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language, has only one duty to perform, and this is to reproduce with
absolute exactitude the whole text, and nothing but the text. The term
"literal translation" is tautological since anything but that is not truly a
translation but an imitation, an adaptation or a parody.
The problems begin, of course, when the translation is read on its own, without
consulting the original. Like many others who teach Pushkin's novel, I assign my
classes to read the newer rhymed version by James Falen (1990), and heartily
recommend Nabokov's translation and monumental commentary as supplementary
reading. Later in Nabokov's career, when he translated his own earlier Russian
works, Nabokov did not confine himself by the demands for literalness that he set
forth in his article on translation. Nabokov's English translations of his Russian
works range from those scrupulously close to the original to much reworked and
revised editions; after all, the mature writer at the full height of his powers was
looking back over an expanse of 30 years at the works of his "apprenticeship."
Nabokov's translations of Despair and his short story "The Return of Chorb"
neatly illustrate the various approaches Nabokov took with the translation of his
own works.
<I>Despair</I>
Despair was first serialized in the leading Russian emigré journal Contemporary
Annals in Paris in 1934. The novel was published in Nabokov's own English
translation in 1937 by John Long Limited, London. In his foreword to the revised
English translation (1965), Nabokov writes:
... the book sold badly, and a few years later a German bomb
destroyed the entire stock. The only extant copy is, as far as I know,
the one I own--but two or three may still be lurking amidst abandoned
reading matter on the dark shelves of seaside boarding houses from
Bournemouth to Tweedmouth.
For the present edition I have done more than revamp my thirty-year-old
translation: I have revised Otchaynie [Despair] itself. Lucky students who may be
able to compare the three texts will also note the addition of an important passage
which had been stupidly omitted in more timid times. Is this fair, is this wise from
a scholar's point of view? I can readily imagine what Pushkin might have said to
his trembling paraphrasts; but I also know how pleased and excited I would have
been in 1935 had I been able to foreread this 1965 version.
The important passage to which Nabokov refers is the "dissociation" scene in
chapter 2 (nicely captured in Rainer Werner Fassbinder's 1978 film of the novel
starring Dirk Bogarde), in which Hermann, the narrator and protagonist, plays into
the hands of "that imp Split": "My face was buried in the folds of her neck, her
legs had started to clamp me, the ashtray toppled off the bed table, the universe
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followed--but at the same time, incomprehensibly and delightfully, I was standing
naked in the middle of the room, one hand resting on the back of the chair where
she had left her stockings and panties" (Despair). Hermann continues to improve
upon this voyeuristic game until he is sitting in the next room and his wife, Lydia,
calls and asks if he indeed is coming to bed.
In general, in his English version of Despair Nabokov adds a number of telling
details, often sexual, which the Russian reader will search for in vain. In his article
on the transformation, "From Otchainie to Despair," Carl R. Proffer lists a
number of these interpolations of a sexual nature inserted into the English text. For
example:
Otchainie: And the red-haired Christina Forsmann was fingering the
carpet.
Despair: And again red-haired Christina Forsmann, whom I had known carnally in
1915, fingered the carpet. Or:
Otchainie: From the seventh grade onwards I began to visit fairly
regularly an amusing house where I would drink beer.
Despair: At sixteen, while still at school, I began to visit more regularly than
before a pleasantly informal bawdy house; after sampling all seven girls, I
concentrated my attention of roly-poly Polymnia with whom I used to drink lots of
foamy beer at a wet table in an orchard--I simply adore orchards.
Apart from these interpolations, both large and small, Nabokov subtly fleshes out
Hermann's character and his blindness to what is going on around him. While
Hermann incessantly flaunts before the reader his great powers of observation, he
truly does not see what takes place before his eyes. For example, in chapter 2
Hermann condescendingly describes his wife's forgetfulness: "But she used to
forget everything. Her umbrella stayed with all our acquaintances in turn; her
lipstick turned up in incomprehensible places such as her cousin's shirtpocket ..."
(Despair). The lipstick that ends up in Ardalion's pocket is one of the early clues,
missed by Hermann but caught by the attentive reader or re-reader, that Lydia is
having an affair with her "cousin." But this tube of lipstick is not in the original
Russian text.
Throughout the novel, Nabokov manages to get in more than a few swipes at
Dostoyevsky, a writer whom he believed to be vastly overrated. These digs at
Dostoyevsky, however, are not merely gratuitous; both Crime and Punishment
and Despair have murder at their centers. In chapter 10, Hermann flees Germany
after committing the far-from-perfect crime, and stops in a hotel. His nerves are
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shattered: "I sobbed on and was perfectly conscious of my condition, even saw
with cold mocking lucidity its shame, and at the same time I felt all the Dusty-
and-Dusky charm of hysterics and also something dimly advantageous to me ..."
(Despair). The Russian original omits the "Dusty-and-Dusky" allusion to
Dostoyevsky entirely, although the presence of hysterical anguish certainly points
to the author of Crime and Punishment. A page later in the English text we read:
"In spite of a grotesque resemblance to Rascalnikov--No, that's wrong. Canceled"
(Despair). The Russian original reads simply: "Despite the caricatured
resemblance with Raskolnikov," without the pun on rascal and Raskolnikov.
Since Nabokov is not constrained by the bonds of literalness when translating his
own prose, he is able to indulge himself in alliteration and puns. Proffer brings
forward a number of examples, of which the following are typical:
Otchainie: rasseiannyi brodiaga, "an absentminded tramp" becomes
"a vague-eyed vagabond" in Despair.
Or:
Otchainie: nesviaznost' i pestrota, "incoherence and variety of
colors" becomes "muddle and mottle" in the English version.
Perhaps the tour de force in this regard is the riddle Hermann asks Lydia in
chapter 3:
A belated pedestrian passed by. Chock! And again: chock! He was
probably knocking the lampposts with his cane.
"Guess: my first is that sound, my second is an exclamation, my third
will be prefixed to me when I'm no more; and my whole is my ruin."
Nabokov does not solve the riddle for the reader. But the answer is not difficult.
Of course, the first answer is "chock," the noise from the first paragraph I cite.
Answer two is the exclamation "O!" The answer to the third question is "late" as in
deceased. In other words "chocolate" (chock-o-late). And it is not incidental that
Hermann's business is precisely chocolates. A page earlier Hermann informs
Lydia, "My chocolate is going to the devil, old girl," that is, the whole is his ruin.
It would seem to be unlikely, if not impossible, that the original Russian text would
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have a riddle with the same solution, chocolate. Here, however, is the
corresponding passage:
"Guess: my first means "hot" in French. They impale Turks on my
second, my third is a place where we will all end up sooner or later.
And the whole is my ruin."
The answer to the first question is the French word chaud. The second answer is
the Russian word kol (stake). Hell is the place Hermann will certainly end up, in
Russian: ad. Again, the answer is chocolate, but this time in Russian:
sho [chaud] + kol + ad = shokolad [chocolate]
"The Return of Chorb"
The title story of Nabokov's 1929 collection of short prose and poetry, The Return
of Chorb, shows another aspect of Nabokov's work in auto-translation. The final
English text of "The Return of Chorb," as translated by the author in collaboration
with his son, appeared in Nabokov's fourth collection of short stories, Details of a
Sunset (1976). The definitive text, however, was preceded by some 40 years by a
translation made by Gleb Struve, a scholar of Russian and literary history and
Nabokov's close friend. In his letter of April 21, 1975, Nabokov writes to Struve
about the forthcoming publication of Details of a Sunset:
I am about to publish yet another collection of stories, Details of a
Sunset, the last raisins and petit-beurre toes from the bottom of the
barrel. The volume includes The Return of Chorb and The Passenger
[both stories first appeared in translations by Struve]--in my and
Dmitri's translation. I had not looked up your versions for many years
and now find them not accurate enough and too far removed from my
present style in English. Please, don't be cross! Time does not move,
but artistic interpretation does. (Selected Letters).
A comparison of the two English texts, the first published in the Paris magazine
This Quarter (June 1932) and the final text published in Details of a Sunset,
reveals that inaccuracies in Struve's translation are few, but that artistic
interpretation certainly does move; Nabokov had been refining his English prose
style for more than 30 years.
"The Return of Chorb" concerns a young Russian emigré writer who marries a
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young German girl. On their honeymoon, near Grasse, the bride touches an
electric wire on the road and dies. Unable to part with his grief, the groom retraces
every step of their honeymoon, and when the story opens he is back in the little
German town where his in-laws live. The final stop on this pilgrimage of grief is
the cheap hotel, best known to prostitutes, where the couple spent their wedding
night of unconsummated bliss. Unable to share his grief, Chorb has not informed
the girl's parents of her death.
The story opens by introducing the girl's parents. First, Gleb Struve's translation:
The Kellers were late in coming out of the theatre. In the quiet
German town, with its somewhat opaque air, where the ripples
athwart the river have been faintly blurring the reflection of the
cathedral for more than seven centuries, performances of Wagner are
given with relish, in comfortable ease; one is glutted with music.
Compare these lines with Nabokov's translation:
The Kellers left the opera house at a late hour. In that pacific German
city, where the very air seemed a little lusterless and where a
transverse row of ripples had kept shading gently the reflected
cathedral for well over seven centuries, Wagner was a leisurely affair
presented with relish so as to overgorge one with music. (The Stories
of Vladimir Nabokov)
Practically the only phrase the two translations have in common is the couple's
surname. In almost every instance Nabokov's translation strives to particularize
and delineate. Where Struve has "theatre," Nabokov writes "opera house." The
Russian teatr, as in Bolshoi Teatr, refers to any type of theater, but it is a theater
that presents programs of Wagner, which Nabokov designates immediately as
"opera house." Struve's "opaque air," which seemingly could refer not to the
quality of the air but to the town's atmosphere, is bettered by Nabokov's "where
the very air seemed a little lusterless." "The ripples athwart" in Struve's translation
does convey the Russian adjective poperechnaya (transverse), but without the
precision of Nabokov's "transverse row of ripples." These ripples, in the original
Russian text, "gently shade the reflected cathedral"; Struve's "faintly blurring"
risks overinterpretation, blurring the text itself. Struve's "performances of Wagner
are given with relish" perhaps too closely follows the Russian text. The Russian
verb davat' ("to give") has a long list of idiomatic usages; Nabokov's "presents" is
certainly an improvement, again in the direction of the specific. Curiously enough,
both translators omit the short prepositional phrase "with taste" [so vkusom] in this
clause about the Wagner performances. Perhaps taste did not accurately describe
this provincial opera house, after all.
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The story then follows the Kellers as they leave the theater. First, Struve's
translation: "After the theater Keller took his wife to a smart tavern famous for its
white wine." The Russian word kabachok colloquially means "small restaurant or
café"; it is also the diminutive for kabak ("tavern," or what the Oxford Russian-
English Dictionary designates a "low bar"). Certainly an establishment known for
its white wine is not some seedy bar or tavern; the phrase "smart tavern" jars in
English. Nabokov's translation correctly places them in a "smart nightclub
renowned for its white wine."
Struve's translation, on the whole, is a good, workmanlike job, but is certainly
overshadowed by the reflected cathedral of Nabokov's authoritative rendering.
Where Struve has Keller "[prodding] his opera-hat open with his fist," Nabokov
writes that "Keller punched his gibus open." There is simply no contest between
the two when it comes to the exact detail and matters of style.
As is well known, colors in Nabokov are unusually specific. Allow me to cite two
examples. 1) "Tchorb's luggage consisted of a suit-case and a big yellow trunk"
(Struve). Nabokov's sense of color renders this suitcase not as yellow, but as a "big
tawny trunk." To be fair to Struve, the adjective in question, zheltyi, does signify
the color yellow. 2) Upon his arrival back in Germany, Chorb is struck by the
sameness of the surroundings--everything is the same except that his wife is dead:
The same black poodle with listless eyes was raising its thin paw
beside the advertisement kiosque, its blackness against the red letters
of a poster spelling "Parsifal." (Struve)
Here Struve is unusually clumsy with the business of the "blackness against the red
letters" (there is no repetition of "black" and "blackness" in the original) and the
too literal "red letters ... spelling." Nabokov transforms the red letters into "scarlet
lettering," meanwhile sorting out the rest of the sentence:
The same black poodle with apathetic eyes was in the act of raising a
thin hindleg near a Morris pillar, straight at the scarlet lettering of a
playbill announcing Parsifal. (The Stories of Vladimir Nabokov)
Unlike Despair, with its numerous revisions and amplifications, Nabokov's
translation of "Chorb" remains faithful to the original text. In a note to the story,
Nabokov alerts the reader to the one minor exception: "I have skipped her
mother's ponderous name and patronymic 'Varvara Klimovna,' which would have
meant nothing to my Anglo-American readers." Varvara Klimovna thus becomes
Frau Keller. To compensate for the lost information inherent in the name,
Nabokov adds an aside about "her Russian merchant-class parentage," to flesh out
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her background. Otherwise, Nabokov sticks closely to his 1929 original. And while
the situation of a man hiring a prostitute for the night to sleep in his seedy hotel
room would seem to invite the same sort of sexual interpolations, Nabokov
refrains from anything of the sort. The search for the town's red-light district and
the creaky beds in the neighboring rooms of the seedy hotel are all there in the
original. Nabokov's rendering of his works into English defies generalization. And
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